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Abstract
Swedish occultist, scholar, and artist, Hilma af Klint (1862-1944), produced a series of 193
paintings after receiving a commission in 1906 from a divine spirit who offered complex
iconographic insight into human ontology. The resulting series of colorful abstract paintings
would not only alter her life, but also redefine contemporary perceptions of the Western art
historical canon. Although all works of art are inherently spiritual to a degree, af Klint’s,
commission Paintings for the Temple, is an example of Modern Western Esotericism. The
commission maintains the six principle characteristics the construct is defined by, including:
Role of Mediations and Imagination, Experience of Transmutation, Practice of Concordance,
Transmission, the Idea of Living Nature, and Universal Correspondences. Modern Western
Esotericism can be utilized as a practical scope when revisiting often bias art historical literature.
af Klint’s abstracted paintings supersede the previously purposed first abstractionist’s work,
shedding light on other narrow-minded previous claims within the discipline.
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Chapter 1 - Art and Historical Background
Beyond the iconographic remains depicting daily lives of societies that existed long ago,
many visual aspects of Ancient artifacts appear to be part of grander ritual practices that allude to
a divine presence. It is human nature to assign meaning to signs and symbols.1 Regardless of
whether the visuals be abstract or figurative in nature, they have often been used as a means of
communicating with the spiritual realm and aided in bridging the gap between realities. A
traditional Catholic Church and an abstract painting both have the capability to allow those
standing in their presence to momently transcend the familiar physical plane that surrounds them.
Abstract art has long been misunderstood, and its mysterious properties make it ideal for
spiritualists and mystics alike to harness those mysteries and communicate with that which
cannot be seen. For example, during the beginning of the 20th century, Hilma af Klint
(1862-1944) received a commission from an intermediary spirit that resulted in a production of a
master body of works--193 paintings in total--that would challenge art historical norms. To better
comprehend the evolution and convergence of various scientific and social phenomena, this
paper seeks to outline and analyze the existing ontology of Western Europe during the time in
which Hilma af Klint pursued her prolific divine commission, and how her understanding of the
occult correlated with contemporaneous beliefs. Such spiritual practices of the time allowed af
Klint to create in a man’s world. By joining societies, such as the Theosophical society, af Klint
was provided access to vast source of esoteric knowledge and a platform. Hilma af Klint’s divine
commission “Paintings for the Temple” is an example of Modern Western esotericism, as defined

Chandler, Daniel. “Semiotics for Beginners: Signs.” Princeton University. The Trustees of Princeton
University, 2019.
1
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by the French scholar Antoine Faivre (born 1934).2 The commission exemplifies the six principle
characteristics the construct is defined by, including: Role of Mediations and Imagination,
Experience of Transmutation, Practice of Concordance, Transmission, the Idea of Living Nature,
and Universal Correspondences. af Klint’s abstracted paintings supersede the previously
purposed first abstractionist’s work, shedding light on other narrow-minded previous claims
within the discipline. Modern Western Esotericism is a useful lens for revisiting previously
defined or forgotten aspects of art history, as well as a tool to highlight the highly spiritual nature
of art in general.

Art Historical Background
Art has played a central role in spiritual and religious organizations from every cultural
backgrounds. In the Western art historical canon, beyond providing context for those who were
illiterate, art served as a function to evoke a spiritual, physical response and prompt a shift to a
higher consciousness. During the Counter-Reformation, the Catholic Church harnessed the
power of art by establishing seemingly miraculous cathedrals, combining works of art, sculpture,
and architecture, bel composto, to create an undeniably divine atmosphere. These physical
structures and art objects were so sublime it was inconceivable, during the sixteenth century, to
believe that man alone was responsible for the creation of such encapsulating beauty.3 The
Church hoped that when lay people entered and were surrounded by works of art on a scale so
grand, they would have no choice but to believe in a higher power. Standing in front of Bernini’s

Faivre, Antoine, and Christine Rhone. Western Esotericism A Concise History. Albany, NY: State
University of New York (SUNY) Press, 2010, 21-23.
2

3

Columbia University. “Counter-Reformation.” Experiencing The Divine. Columbia University, 2020.
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Saint Teresa in Ecstasy in the Cornaro Chapel in Santa Maria della Vittoria, Rome, under a
ceiling painted as if it is was a direct portal up to the heavens, one felt an overwhelmingly divine
presence. True creations of art often invoke emotional responses from viewers in a manner that
may feel spiritual in nature. In the presence of a masterpiece, a person may be shocked at how
deeply they relate, or even emotionally connect, to what many would consider an inanimate
object. Great art has the ability to radiate energetic forces and project a life of its own.4

Abstract Art
In particular, Abstract art can cause quite a sense of chaos and confusion for some people.
New forms of art are difficult to understand and make people feel uncomfortable, yearning for
the safe and easily digestible. Many pioneering modern abstractionist’s, including Wassily
Kandinsky (1866–1944) and Jackson Pollock (1912-1956), are now revered artists despite the
fact that their work originally received negative feedback.5 For example, Pollock received
tremendous backlash while first exhibiting in New York City, as critics had not yet encountered
anything like the expansive universes Pollock was able to conjure on canvas.6 In a 1948 New
Yorker review of Pollock’s fifth solo exhibition, consisting mainly of his large drip paintings
begun one year prior, Robert M. Coates states:
Pollock is much harder to understand then most of his confreres. The main thing
one gets from his work is an impression of tremendous energy, expressed in huge
blobs of color alternating with lacings and interlacing of fine lines. Recognizable
4

Rosenblum, Robert. “The Abstract Sublime.” ARTnews, February 1961.

5

MoMA. “Inventing Abstraction.” MoMA, 2012.

Gabriel, Mary. Ninth Street Women: Lee Krasner, Elaine De Kooning, Grace Hartigan, Joan Mitchell,
and Helen Frankenthaler: Five Painters and the Movement That Changed Modern Art. New York, NY:
Back Bay Books, 2019.
6
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symbols are almost nonexistent, and he attempts to create by sheer color and
movement the mood or atmosphere the wants to convey. Such a style has its
dangers, for the threads of communication between artist and spectator are so very
tenuous that the utmost attention is required to get the message through. There are
times when communications break down entirely, and, with the best will in the
world, I can say of such pieces as “Lucifer,” “Reflection of the Big Dipper,” and
“Cathedral” only that they seem mere unorganized explosions of random energy,
and therefore meaningless. 7

Although Coates is admitting to an energetic force radiating from Pollock’s creations, he still
denounces the paintings, asserting that they are “meaningless” because there are no clear
messages for the viewer.. 8 However, the fact that the work connects with the viewer and incites
an emotional response is what gives Pollock’s explosive paintings their power. The viewer is not
told what to think based on recognizable figures and forms. There is an additional spiritual aspect
to this nonobjective style of painting. Viewers interpret personal meanings from Pollock’s works
by stepping outside of their physical world whilst facing their instinctual reactions. This is what
makes the connection to the abstracted work that much stronger. In no way is that connection
meaningless.

Hilma af Klint (1862-1944)
Early mystics used abstract art to better understand, explore and study intuitive, complex
spiritual messages received in the form of automatic drawings and writings. There is power in
non-objective works of art. While both figurative and non-objective art alike are capable of such
producing such a power, abstract art in particular can be a powerful vessel in expressing
7

Karmel, Pepe, ed. “Jackson Pollock : Interviews, Articles, and Reviews.” The Museum of Modern Art: Distributed
by H.N. Abrams, 1999, 59.
8

Ibid.
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universal truths, similar to the one's perpetuated by Modern Western Esoteric societies rooted in
ancient alchemy that gained popularity in the 19th Century. One such society, the Theosophical
Society, inspired many artists and encouraged the expansion of the human consciousness through
the study of esoteric doctrines and opposition schools of thought. 9 Hilma af Klint’s (1862-1944)
work combines abstracted forms with representative motifs to express Modern Western Esoteric
ideals. Female artists have long struggled to break free of the societal norms discouraging art as a
legitimate career path for anyone but a man. Hilma af Klint was not only a female artist and
occultist, but an abstractionist, rendering her work taboo and far ahead of its time for the start of
the 20th century. It is only recently that the world has come to know, and love, the Swedish
artist’s works, specifically her large commission she supposedly received by a divine being. In
order to best understand the role of the occult, abstraction and af Klint’s sense of spirituality
expressed through her work, it is necessary to give a brief account of the world views leading up
to what produced such a commission, and how it represents Modern Western Esotericism.

Enlightenment & Science
During the Enlightenment, 18th century Western philosophers bifurcated from religious
traditions and previous schools of conformist thought, instead favoring scientific reason and
rationality.10 Motivated by the scientific discoveries of the previous century, Enlightenment
thinkers sought to liberate individuals through their own intellectual development and awareness

The Five, Notebook 2, p. 27, 1896–8 Graphite on paper. Courtesy of Stiftelsen Hilma af Klints Verk.
Photo: Moderna Museet / Stockholm.
9

Bristow, William. “Enlightenment.” Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. Stanford University, August
29, 2017.
10

12

of natural law. Also referred to as the “Age of Reason,” literature encouraged those who could
read to think for themselves and question authority. A major figure of the era, Immanuel Kant
(1724–1804), upheld the ability for humans to understand, on a rational level their intellectual
capacity and general existence.11 Forerunners of the Enlightenment were generally antagonistic
toward mystic and superstitious beliefs.12 As scientific development progressed postenlightenment, groundbreaking discoveries were made, e.g. wavelengths, that proved the
existence of unseen worlds, proving there are some parts of human existence that cannot be
rationalized.13 Therefore, with the right knowledge and resources, biology and a microscope, any
human has the ability to discover an invisible microscopic world, invisible to the naked and
untrained eye. Such scientific evidence seemed to provide an air of legitimacy to the arcane
underbelly of esotericism. This became a time for those intuitive in nature to reinterpret occult
practices through a scientific lens. Although the word “occult” originated in the middle ages, the
term Occultism was first coined by Dutch Scholar Wouter Hanegraaff (born. 1961) at the end of
the 20th century,14 and refers to this post-enlightenment occult, at a time in the 19th century
where natural science was favored over superstitious beliefs. “Hanegraaff proposed that we use
the term occultism to denote a special form of esotericism, which has undergone changes in its
encounter with the enlightenment and the triumph of natural science. This new, modern variety
often attempted to negotiate a compromise between the magical and the scientific (Hanegraaff,

11

Ibid.

12

Ibid.

13

Dyrschka, Halina . Beyond the Visible – Hilma Af Klint. German: Zeitgeist Films, 2019.

14

Bauduin, Tessel M., and Henrik Johnsson. The Occult in Modernist Art, Literature, and Cinema. iBooks. ed.
Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018, 247.

13

1996, 422).”15 Hanegraaff thus reframed the era of Occultism under the umbrella of Western
Esotericism.

15

Ibid.
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Chapter 2 - Painting’s for the Temple
Spiritualism
Although there is an intrinsically spiritual aspect to occultism, there is an emphasis on the
secretive aspect of the practice, and a belief that without such private knowledge the practice
would not be possible. Such knowledge is not meant for the public and must only be shared with
the right people after they have completed an initiation process.16 However, some people are
inherently spiritual, and there is no initiation process necessary for whomever wishes to
independently explore their relationship with the spiritual realm.
This form of Spiritualism became widespread when exoteric insight was published
recounting two young girls' fortuitous encounters with necromancy. In 1848, sisters Margaretta
(age 14) and Catherine (age 12) Fox captivated mass attention through their ability to
communicate with spirits from within their farmhouse in upstate New York. They used automatic
writing in conjunction with vibrational rappings to record messages from spirits.17 This sparked a
movement of Spiritualism, which, unlike mysticism, allowed access to the spiritual world
without any esoteric knowledge or initiation. Automatic writing was a technique used by mystics
and spiritualists alike.18 Despite a historical lack of education and resources, women and children
have regardless claimed communication with spiritual beings without knowledge of any ancient
wisdoms. Women were viewed as being intrinsically more connected to the spiritual realm, with
their ability to directly access spiritual dimensions, using their bodies as portals to bring forth
Blavatsky, H. P. Isis Unveiled: a Master-Key to the Mysteries of Ancient and Modern Science and
Theology. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012, xxxvii.
16

17

Bauduin and Johnsson, 167.

18

Ibid.

15

fresh souls into the physical dimension through the birthing process. It was believed that it was
this ability that allowed women to more easily connect with the spirit of the souls that remain
unclaimed in the physical sense, yet linger as unseen beings, conscious and ever present.
Children, too, were believed to be inherently more susceptible to witnessing such beings, perhaps
because they have more recently transcended such spiritual planes themselves. Maybe their
imaginary friends were not entirely imaginary.

Modern Western Esotericism
Many ancient civilizations claim direct communication with the divine, through use of
esoteric rituals and doctrines passed on only by way of initiation.19 Esoteric wisdom, or secret
teachings, were believed to provide those who possessed such information with a greater
understanding of their place within the cosmos, and even to draw upon cosmic forces in order to
access the divine.20 Such practices serve a similar function to individuals as religion, but such
occult practices sought to use the laws of natural science to inform their practice of alchemy,
magic, necromancy, and astrology. Initiates who practice occult sciences and can achieve such a
divine connection are considered mystics.21 As times and technologies in Europe progressed, so
did the influence of modernism on the occult.
Modern Western Esoteric traditions (17th century forward), can be traced back to
antiquity, with roots in ancient Egyptian mystery traditions, the Greek and Roman schools of
mystery, Plato and Platonism, Hermeticism (Rosicrucianism), Gnosticism, Jewish mysticism,
19

Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, xxxvii.

20

Faivre and Rhone, 21.

21

Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, xxxvii.
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and Christian Gnosis among others.22 Aspects of Western Esotericism also align with traditional
Eastern beliefs and religions, such as Hinduism and Buddhism, including distinctive overlaps
between European and Asian alchemy and astrology.23 French scholar, Antoine Faivre,
recognizes four fundamental principles to encapsulate the construct of Modern Western
Esotericism.24
1. The idea of living Nature. The understanding that everything in Nature is connected to
one another, earthly and divine forces alike and, although seemingly invisible, all living
organisms produce an energy that can be accessed by other life forces through such
connection.25
2. Role of mediations and imagination. The use of one's “active” imagination as means of
a spiritual awareness through deliberately interpreting symbolic meaning drawn from
practiced mediations. Such rituals might include iconographic tools (i.e. Tarot cards,
mandalas) and produce intermediary spirits (i.e. angels) whose messages are able to
transcend realms and be heard only by those who know where to look and how to listen.26
3. Experience of transmutation. A state of being, whether it be a natural substance or an
individual, morphing into a new form. Mentally and or physically experiencing a drastic
transformation or shift of consciousness, a “second birth.”27
Versluis, Arthur. Magic and Mysticism: An Introduction to Western Esotericism. New York City, New
York: Rowman & Littlefield, 2007, 11.
22

23

Ibid, 28.

24

Faivre and Rhone, 21–22.

25

Ibid.

26

Ibid.

27

Ibid.
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4. Universal correspondences. The Hermetic principle of “as above, so below.” The noncoincidental correspondences that are emulated throughout the universe, as exemplified
by relationships that mirror one another, such as the relationship between the heavens
(macrocosms) and human beings (microcosms). 28
Faivre provides two supporting characteristics of the construct of Modern Western Esotericism
as well.
5. Transmission. An emphasis on initiation, the process of esoteric information being
passed from “master to disciple,” while self initiation is not possible. 29
6. Practice of Concordance. Refers to the overlapping of higher truths among various
traditions, in a similar sense to syncretism, esotericists recognize the importance of
parallels between such traditions because of their diverse backgrounds.30
All of this can be applied to the commission Hilma af Klint received, which is why I contend
that work is an example of Modern Western Esoteric.

Hilma af Klint (1862-1944)
In 1862, Hilma af Klint was born into an aristocratic family in Sweden.31 Her father,
Captain Victor af Klint, was a respected Naval officer and professor; his career followed the
family tradition which traced back seven generations of naval charting. As an academic, Victor
believed af Klint should receive a good education, regardless of her gender. Therefore, af Klint
28

Ibid.

29

Ibid.

30

Ibid.

31

Dyrschka, 2019.
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was tutored from home in a variety of subjects, including astronomy, mathematics, and
navigation.32 af Klint was bright, and from a young age, developed a strong academic foundation
and understanding of mathematics and the natural sciences. She was also quite creative and was
drawn to painting from an early age. Family members described her as always having had a mind
of her own.33 It has also been noted that af Klint was also particularly intuitive in nature as a
young child, which would contribute to her interest in worlds unseen.34
af Klint’s sense of spirituality intensified at the age of eighteen when she lost her younger
sister, Hermina; she began to actively attempt communication with her sister through séances
(which she had previously dabbled in, as they were not uncommon at the time)35 and expand her
knowledge through studying religious literature.36 In 1882, two years after her sister's death, af
Klint enrolled in the Royal Academy of Fine Arts as part of their second generation class.37 She
trained there academically as an artist for five years.38 Af Klint excelled at the academy,
producing traditional botanical studies, portraits, and landscapes for which she was awarded two
cash prizes. The large sums of money she received enabled af Klint to support herself; after
graduating, she purchased a studio in the center of Stockholm’s artistic hub.39
32

Ibid.

33

Ibid.

Bashkoff, Tracey. “Temples for Painting .” Essay. In Hilma Af Klint Paintings for the Future, 18. New
York, NY: Guggenheim Museum Publications, 2018.
34

35Af

Klint, Johan. “Inspiration and Influence: The Spiritual Journey of Artist Hilma Af Klint.” The
Guggenheim Museums and Foundation, October 11, 2018.
M ller-Westermann Iris, Jo Widoff, David Lomas, Pascal Rousseau, Helmut Zander, and Hilma af
Klint. Hilma Af Klint: a Pioneer of Abstraction. Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz, 2013, 38.

ü

36

37

Dyrschka, 2019.

38

Bashkoff, 18.

39

Dyrschka, 2019.
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As a successful as an artist; af Klint produced figurative works in the academic tradition,
her work was later exhibited alongside Kandinsky at the Baltic Exhibition in Malmö, Sweden,
1914.40 However, she felt a more spiritual calling and was interested in “communicating with
unseen spirits in order to gain insight into the nature of existence and the divine.”41 This desire to
explore such mysteries led af Klint to The Theosophical Movement, which combined knowledge
from many occult schools of thought, such as the Rosicrucians and Hermetic order. She joined
the European Federation of the Theosophical Society when it came to Sweden in 1889, using
theosophy to deepen her understanding of spirituality from an ancient and alchemical approach.
af Klint was an active member and scholar of Theosophy until 1915.42

Theosophy
Nineteenth-century Russian occult philosopher and co-founder of the Theosophical
Society, Helena P. Blavatsky warns:
“Occult sciences are not, as described in Encyclopædias, ‘those imaginary
sciences of the Middle Ages...,’ for they are real, actual, and very dangerous
sciences. They teach the secret potency of things in Nature, developing and
cultivating the hidden powers ‘latent in man,’ thus giving him tremendous
advantages over more ignorant mortals.”43
At the intersection of science and supernatural, 19th century occult practices, passed
down from thousands of years, had undergone a transformation.
40

Ibid.

41

Bashkoff, 18.

42 Af

Klint, Johan. “Inspiration and Influence: The Spiritual Journey of Artist Hilma Af Klint.” The
Guggenheim Museums and Foundation, October 11, 2018.
Blavatsky, H. P. The Key to Theosophy: Being a Clear Exposition in the Form of Question and Answer
of the Ethics, Science and Philosophy for the Study of Which the Theosophical Society Has Been
Founded, by H. P. Blavatsky. London: Theosophical Publishing Society, 1889. *
43

20

Blavatsky traveled widely and was drawn to the universal principles of brotherhood that
seemed lost from European society. The Theosophical Society encouraged the study of all
religions and was new in school but old in thought.44 When questioned on the existence of such
divine powers and how they might be accessed, Blavatsky referenced the fact that every major
ancient civilization has had mystery schools or secret societies consisting of “secret teachings”
and the shared recognition of these truths formed a sense of camaraderie and connection between
those who held the knowledge.45 It is from such secret doctrines that forgotten wisdom is able to
be rediscovered. In 1875, when Blavatsky co-founded the Theosophical Society in New York
City, Spiritualism was just gaining popularity in the United States.46
Although Blavatsky did align herself with the Spiritualists, they had some major
differences. Primarily, Theosophy emphasizes the importance of esoteric wisdom, whereas
Spiritualists believe that there is no hidden knowledge needed for one to access the spiritual
realm.47 For Theosophists, like the ancient mystery schools, there is Exoteric (public) and
Esoteric (private) knowledge. Theosophy itself is not a religion, but it does acknowledge the
characteristics of various religions and how that at their core, most religions have the same
fundamental values.48
As theosophical and spiritual movements gained popularity, especially amongst artists, af
Klint joined other spiritual circles. For example, in 1896, af Klint joined Edelweiss Society,
44

Ibid.

45

Ibid, 22.

Braude, Ann. Radical Spirits: Spiritualism and Women's Rights in Nineteenth-Century America. 2nd
ed. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2001, 246.
46
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Ibid.

48

Blavatsky, The Key to Theosophy, 22.
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where her fellow members included the director for the Royal Academy and Swedish playwright
August Strindberg.49 However, she felt this society did not adequately quench her spiritual thirst,
so she left Edelweiss to establish her own group with four other women, one of them being
fellow artist Anna Cassel, with whom af Klint had attended the Royal Academy.50 Using
Theosophical principles as a resource and foundation for thought and practice, they referred to
themselves “De Fem,” or “The Five” (discussed below), and set out on a journey for which they
felt summoned to take, although their final destination remained unknown.

De Fem
In addition to Hilma af Klint and Anna Cassel, “De Fem” consisted of Cornelia
Cederberg, Sigrid Hedman, and Mathilde N. The group met weekly to perform séances, seeking
access to transcendental realms as mentioned by the Rosicrucians and Theosophical societies.51
During the seances a state of trance was entered, which enabled them to communicate with
“beings of higher consciousness.” 52 The women forfeited their consciousness to allow energetic
rhythms to flow through them, and automating drawings were used as a tool to transcribe the
received messages and bring them into a physical existence in the visible dimension.53 The High
Masters made themselves known collectively to “De Fem,” communicating messages through
them and introducing themselves by name: Amaliel, Ananda, Clemens, Esther, Georg, and
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Gregor.54 After ten years of conducting such practices together, af Klint had risen in power
within the group due to her impressive psychic abilities. During a group meeting in 1906, af
Klint received a personal commission from one of the spirit guides. The High Master, Amaliel,
instructed af Klint to turn her automated drawings into a large body of painted works he called
“The Paintings for the Temple,” a series that would one line the walls of a grand temple.55
Despite warnings from the rest of “De Fem” claiming such a large task could result in madness,
af Klint accepted the major commission and began working on it immediately.56 What followed
was the production of a body of work, both figurative and abstractive in nature, that constitutes
as a construct of Modern Western Esotericism.
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Chapter 3 - Modern Western Esoteric Commission
Role of Mediations and Imagination
The artistic commission Hilma af Klint received and manifested, by way of intermediary
spirit, is an example of Modern Western Esotericism as defined by Antoine Faivre. One of the
principle characteristics of Modern Western Esotericism is the role of mediations and
imagination. The rituals performed by the group resulted in the High Master’s they encountered,
and ultimately Hilma’s individual commission. Hilma was only presented with the specific task
of creating "Paintings for the Temple” after years of practicing rituals and entering such
meditative states. This developed her ability to expand her consciousness and extract meaning
from what or who she encountered, such as Amaliel. Faivre explains the amalgamative nature of
mediations and the imagination: “Rituals, symbols charged with multiple meanings (mandala,
Tarot cards, biblical verse, etc.), and intermediary spirits (hence, angels) appear as so many
mediations. These have the capacity to provide passages between different levels of reality.”57
During their weekly séances, De Fem gathered in front of altars with a Rosicrucian
symbol, a triangle and a cross with a central rose.58 (Fig. 1) They began each meeting with a
prayer, then a meditation, a reading of a Christian sermon, a group discussion about a selected
text from the New Testament, and finally a seance.59 There are meticulously kept notebooks
recording the steps taken by the group, noting who acted as a medium, the automatic drawings
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and writings they produced, and which spirit from it came from.60 The drawings and writings
often appeared in the form of looping and swirling lines (Fig. 2), and fill thousands of
notebooks.61 They harnessed ancient and contemporary approaches to connect with the divine,
while combining various religious and cultural modus operandi. After ten years of honing rituals
practices as a group, af Klint was individually contacted during a De Fem seance by Amaliel.
Her interpretation of his request is af Klint’s “active” imagination coming into play, extracting
specific information from another level of reality, in this case directions to paint a large body of
work that should one day fill the interiors of a temple.

Experience of Transmutation
“Paintings for the Temple” further constitutes the construct of Modern Western
Esotericism through her experience of transmutation. After having meditated and clearly
received directions for a commission, af Klint went straight to work painting. Transmutation is a
state of being, whether it be a natural substance or an individual, morphing into a new form. This
is what af Klint experienced as she devoted her life to the commission Amaliel had brought to
her, because as soon as she began, Amaliel was able to directly communicate through her.
Essentially dissociating from society and surrendering her ego; the dissolution of self allowed
her consciousness to expand beyond her temporal and imaginative limits, accessing a higher state
of awareness that links all universal life forces. af Klint was merely another node in a vast
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ü

61

25

consciousness, a network of energies and knowledge unrestricted by time or space. She was no
longer Hilma af Klint, for she was not the mastermind behind what appeared on the canvas. In
fact, af Klint claims to have no say in what went on the canvas at all, as an intermediary spirit
entered her body. She proclaims: “The pictures were painted directly through me, without any
preliminary drawings, and with great force. I had no idea what the paintings were supposed to
depict; nevertheless I worked swiftly and surely, without changing a single brush stroke.”62 She
both mentally and physically experienced a drastic shift of consciousness, instead taking on the
that of spirit guide Amaliel to produce important visuals.
af Klint largely disappeared from society and the physical reality that surrounded her for
the next two years, producing 111 works in the short span of time between 1906 -1908. She
painted furiously in solitude, and yet she was not completely alone, as she documented in a
journal that the “High Lords of Mysteries” were always by her side.63 The time af Klint spent
dedicated to painting alone allowed her to more easily propel herself into states of higher
consciousness, and fully experience transmutation. Through such works, af Klint hoped: “to
acquire real insights about our existence on Earth in relation to the center of the universe,” and
believed some of the answers were represented in her paintings.64 Such a powerful and unseen
energetic force with so much to communicate must have something meaningful to share.
As a result of af Klint’s experienced transmutation, she was in a state that allowed her to
create at a rapid pace, producing a continuation of physical renderings via Amaliel (and her
engaged “active” imagination). She was so focused that within the first 42 days she had begun
62
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multiple series and completed the ten largest paintings of the commission, known as The Ten
Largest.65 They were each over 10 feet tall and over 7 feet wide.66 Although they are mostly
abstract, they are far from simple. They are also extremely colorful and did not resemble any
other at work of the same period.67 The series is painted in pairs, depicting the stages of life.
Each painting in this series was painted over four days, organic and abstract matter forging into
one.68 The first two represent the first stages of life, “Childhood”, No. 1 (Fig. 3) has a dark blue
background and No. 2 (Fig. 4) has a softer sky blue background. Number 3 (Fig. 5) and 4 (Fig. 6)
in the series are entitled “Youth,” each with vibrant orange bases. Numbers 5 - 8 (Figs. 7, 8, 9,
and 10) in the series, “Adulthood,” has variety of colors appearing trough a mauve background,
while the final stages of life, “Old Age” fade from burgundy (Fig. 11) to a very light cream color
(Fig. 12).69
The first in the series, “No.1” (Fig. 3) has a dark blue background, thick and short
brushstrokes convey organic movements of energy, with sprinklings of lighter particles floating
throughout. The tones of blue shift, with more concentrations of yellow peaking through the
center, conveying a sense of depth not unlike the universe. The top third of the canvas is
occupied by white forms that sharply contrast the infinite space in which they float. A wreath of
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white botanical shapes, each a varying size containing six petal-like forms that fall in different
directions, come together at the upper left, gently overlapping a circular arrangement of four
white ellipsoidals, each filled with two abstracted pink roses, leaning against one another at the
right.
Each of these spherical gatherings may represent a sentient spirit descending from the
heavenly galaxy, as they both ever so slightly connect to a center orb that rests in the middle of
the canvas. The central orb is a periwinkle hue, outlined in a pink, and filled with two egg-like
white forms. The left ovate form has what looks like a lower-case “a” in yellow, and the right
ovate form has what look’s a cursive “u”. Having just penetrated through the pink outline, yellow
ovals that resemble sperm line the outer edges, facing a wavy orange circle that rests just within
the perimeter of the orb. Some of their flagella still pokes out. A delicate orange spiraling,
resembling a cursive font in an unknown language, connects the upper flowery gatherings to the
center orb, and continues on beneath them both.
None of the paint on the canvas is solid and opaque, apart from the orange lines which
maintain a fairly consistent color. Every other surface is alive, at their core atoms buzzing with
energy. At the bottom center rests two small white spheres, each connected by an orange outline
sprouting through the bottom of the canvas. They are flanked by two outer spheres, blue towards
the center and yellow in each corner. Each flower is connected in one way or another, appearing
to full the evolution of on another appears to evolve evolving during the process.
This intricate series of shapes and forms continues to grow and morph throughout the
whole series. The colors and shapes are drastically transformed, and yet all of the compositions
and forms feel incredibly organic. Elements from the first painting are expanded and shrunken
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and rearranged until the final painting, which is notably much less organic. New forms are
introduced, spirals and writings and even roman numerals make an appearance. Such complex
images and intentional symbolism would be difficult for anyone to produce in a limited time
frame. af Klint was unaware of what she was painting as the commissions were drafted through
automatic drawing, and she dedicated her life to deciphering the iconographic language that
Amaliel manifested through her hand.70 Therefore, it is reasonable to conclude that af Klint
created her prolific paintings in a state of transmutation.

Practice of Concordance
af Klint’s paintings incorporate both abstracted and figurative forms, using colors and
repetition to draw upon major omnistic themes. Faivre describes Practice of Concordance as one
of the supporting characteristics of Modern Western Esotericism. He explains that: “common
denominators can exist among several different traditions, indeed among all of them, and then of
undertaking to compare them with a view to finding a higher truth that overhangs them.”71
Studying the art of different cultures reveals undeniable similarities that exist between their
spiritual understandings of scared iconography. Not unlike the idea of a shared consciousness, as
every culture interprets environmental and spiritual experiences within their shared ontology.
There are often underlying universal truths once translated into language, philosophy, religion,
and art. Hilma af Klint’s art lays at the nexus of the spiritual and the scientific. She expresses
through her work complex themes of science and provides evidence for a deep cosmic
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understanding through the use of familiar yet abstract geometric forms. Neurologist Dr. Oliver
Sacks explains “The Hallucinatory forms are, in this way, physiological universals of human
experience…”72
Migraine-like patterns, indeed, can be found in Islamic art, in classical and
medieval motifs, in Zapotec architecture, in the bark paintings of Aborginal
artist’s in Australia, in Acoma pottery, in Swazi basketry--in virtually every
culture, going back tens of thousands of years. There seems to have been,
throughout human history, a need to externalize and make art from these internal
experiences, from the cross-hatchings of prehistoric cave paintings to the swirling
psychedelic art of the 1960s. Do the arabesques and hexagons in our own minds,
built into our brain organization, provide us with our first intimations of formal
beauty?73
Regardless whether it is truly spiritual, there is in fact a universal language of visuals
that are in all human brains, experienced by all, regardless of their socioeconomic background,
age, race, or religion.74 These recognizable images are experiences by billions and therefore
connect humans on a deeper level.
In terms of af Klint’s divine commission, there are reoccurring motifs that are regarded as
symbolically significant by various cultures and religions, including af Klint's first series of the
Temple commission, entitled “Primordial Chaos (1906-1907).” this series is comprised of 26
paintings, averaging at about 53 x 37 cm each in size.75 The Christian icon of the cross appears
perched upon an orb in “No.12,” (Fig. 13) while “No. 13” (Fig. 14) features two pairs of what

72

Sacks, Oliver. Hallucinations. Vintage, 2013, 131.

73

Ibid, 132.

74

Ibid.

75 Af

Klint, Hilma, Tracey R. Bashkoff, Helen Molesworth, Julia Voss, Andrea Kollnitz, Vivien Greene,
David Max Horowitz, Briony Fer, Tessel M. Bauduin, and Daniel Birnbaum. In Hilma Af Klint: Paintings
for the Future, 82-97.

30

resemble double-headed serpents, reminiscent of those revered by the Aztecs.76 The British
Museum has a pre-Columbian mosaic pectoral in their collection in the form of a double headed
serpent (Fig. 15). Curator Vila Llonch describes the iconographic role of such a creature, “The
Mexica considered serpents to be powerful, multifaceted creatures that could bridge the spheres
(the underworld, water and sky) owing to their physical and mythical characteristics.”77 The icon
of the snakes are used in a series of “Primordial Chaos" by af Klint, projecting an energetic birth
of the world, morphing into a physical presence, and the dichotomy that are so integral to
maintaining the balance of it all.78 In this series, af Klint appears to refer to the ancient idea of
Chaos, used to describe the divine creation of the universe and the world between earth and the
cosmos, as well as a mathematical theory based in quantum mechanics.79 Harnessing such chaos
is also referred to a prima materia, an alchemical term for successfully communicating and
interacting with Nature’s forces via occult practice.” 80 af Klint’s praxis of esoteric rituals
allowed her to engage with prima materia to reveal the universal truths hidden the imagery of
Amailels commissions.
Furthermore, af Klint’s commission demonstrates the practice of concordance through
the use of spirals. The spiral is considered sacred by a wide breadth of ancient civilizations,
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including civilizations who were completely unaware of each other’s existence.81 The
unassumingly syncretistic symbol can be found in aboriginal works of arts 82 to as pueblo
petroglyphs (Fig. 16), all of which are believed to have a spiritualistic component.83 The spiral is
often symbolically interpreted as spiritual evolution, that involves both the internal and external
pursuit of spiritual growth and exploration.84 In “Primordial Chaos,” the practice of concordance
is further perpetuated through af Klint's use of a spiral appearing throughout many of the works,
represented in various forms that are ever evolving. Some spirals are in the form of recognizable
shapes, such as a snail shell, while other spirals nonobjective.85 For example,” No.16,” (Fig. 17)
three teal spiraling looping lines, resembling stretched out slinky and automatic writings, run
diagonally across the indigo canvas. The center line has a yellow spiral, slowing radiating
outwards from a center point closest to the bottom perimeter of the circular form. The spiral lines
are close together at the base and grow further away as they swirl upward, as an orange
wavelength-like beam bounces up from its center. As if manipulated by a magnetic force, the
outer flowing teal loops bend and curve around in the same direction as the yellow spiral.
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This effect of energetically charged spiraling forces appears in the artwork of another
long overlooked occultist artist, Georgiana Houghton (1814–1884).86 Georgiana was from a
middle class British family, and had a similar experience to af Klint, training as an artist, with the
loss of loved ones leading her to partake in séances, join spiritual societies, and produce art under
the guise of “high spirits.”87 Her watercolor paintings are comprised of spiraling abstracted
forms. For example, in Georgiana’s watercolor “Glory be to God” (c. 1868) (Fig. 18), spirals
converge in seemingly random directions, and yet they breath with a certain and meaningful
sense of life.88 There are rich contracts of color and a sense of harmony through strong
dichotomy. Although “Glory be to God” is a more complex network of over lapping and
intertwining spiraling forms, some of them take up the same shape as the yellow spiral in Klint’s
“No. 16” (Fig.17), with spiral’s lines closely concentrated at the base and grow further away as
they swirl upward. The parallels between Hilma af Klint and Georgiana Houghton, and their use
of the spiral, are not to be dismissed. Houghton use of the spirals in “Glory be to God” (c. 1868)
predates af Klint’s work from the “Primordial Chaos Series” (1906-1907), although af Klint was
not influenced by Houghton’s painting. Rather her source for imagery originated from Amailel,
thus exemplifying the notion of concordance.
Transmission
The fifth fundamental aspect of Modern Western Esotericism is Transmission: An
emphasis on initiation, the process of esoteric information being passed from “master to
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disciple,” where self-initiation is not possible. af Klint likely partook in initiation processes when
she joined various societies throughout her career. She studied intensely under figures who led
such societies and inspired her; she looked up to many philosophers, scientists, and occultists.
However, she considered her true masters to be the High Masters.
In 1908, af Klint decided to show her works to Steiner, at the time he was the leader of
the Theosophical Society in Germany.89 Though she did not consider herself his “pupil,” she
respected him intellectually.90 She was disappointed when she was confronted with a negative
reaction after showing him what she had spent the past two years working on.91 Steiner told her
she should not paint as a medium and that she would never be accepted by her peers.92 However,
some of her work was in his possession for some time, and it is possible other artists of time did
view it.93 It was also around this time that her mother went blind, and Klint gave up her studio
space to look after her mother. Hilma af klint did not paint for four years, until 1912.94
After being crushed by the rejection and disapproval of Steiner, af Klint decided the
world was not yet ready for her divine commission.95 af Klint was profoundly influenced by the
Rosicrucians and their ideals of eternal brotherhoods.96 It is believed that the society was formed
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during Medieval times by Christian Rosenkreuz upon his return to Germany after traveling
through the East. Rosenkruez bore ancient knowledge entrusted to him by Arabian sages he met
on his journey.97 This esoteric wisdom, originally derived from Egypt, was at the core of the
secret society founded by Rosenkreuz, in which he and his select initiated followers recorded,
studied, and practiced such occult arts.98 The Rosicrucian brotherhood, or Order of the Rosy
Cross, lacked a private space to conduct their studies and set forth to build the "Domus Sancti
Spiritus" or the House of the divine spirit, which allowed for the society to live on as wisdom
was passed to the next generations. Christian Rosenkreuz (C.R.) supposedly lived until the age of
106, and after an embalming process, was buried at the Domus Sancti Spiritus circa 1484.99 He
requested that his tomb be reopened in exactly 120 years, and that the society remain hidden for
100 years.100 Likely inspired by the Rosicrucians, af Klint requested that her work not be shown
for 20 years after she passed.101 Perhaps it was the blow of Steiner’s rejection or her own
observations of of the western cultural milieu that catalyzed af Klint to delay the exhibition of
her divine commission, but she decided that the public was not ready to receive her work.102
They could not understand its potency nor appreciate its sacredness. After the opening of this
tomb and resurfacing of secret doctrines, three manifestos were published anonymously and
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distributed, soon the Rosicrucians became known around Europe during the 17th Century. 103
Rosenkreuz and his published doctrines were lauded and highly referenced by western esoteric
groups, especially the Theosophical Society. Consequently, af Klint, as an ever inquisitive
student of esotericism, studied Rosicrucianism in depth.104 Considering C.R. a master and herself
a disciple; facilitating the transmission of rosicrucian knowledge. Moreover, the reappearance of
Rosicrucianism to a more receptive audience like af Klint revealed the importance of timing
regarding the impact of the Temple series.

The Idea of Living Nature
af Klint demonstrates The idea of living Nature directly through her depiction of
synergetic ecosystems experienced by man and Nature. While others championed the dichotomy
of Nature and Western culture, af Klint understood that their influence on each other was
paramount to their existence. The idea of living Nature is fueled by the understanding that
everything in Nature is connected, earthly and divine forces alike. Although seemingly invisible,
all living organisms produce an energy that can be accessed by other life forces through such
connection.105
This symbiotic relationship is depicted in a series af Klint begun after her four year
hiatus, the Tree of Knowledge Series (1913-1915) represents the mutualistic relationship between
man and Nature.106 This series alludes to the very nature of af Klint’s relationship with the High
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Master’s. The seven-part series features, in most works, a tree whose roots merge with an orb
below and grows increasingly abstracted as the series continues (Fig. 19-20, 22-26). The overall
form of the tree greatly resembles a Rosicrucian symbol found in their esoteric doctrines “The
tree of knowledge of good and evil”107 (Fig. 21). Symbols of earthly beings, birds and flowers,
are connected via colorful lines representing interaction with higher beings, symbolized by
angels or a chalice, and a correspondence between the two worlds. In each painting there is
always a balance of two angels, one dark and one light, fueled by contrasting colors.
Juxtaposition of opposites/ extremes that coexist and compose a larger composition, are they
really ever distinct if they make up one entity? like man and nature, man is a part of nature
whether or not he chooses to distinguish himself. science and supernatural, seemingly opposite
but one and the same.
af Klint had a copy of Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s “Theory of Colors” (1810) in her
library, and uses blue to emulate a feminine energy and yellow to represent masculine.108
Together they harmonize to form green, the color of growth.109 The blue and yellow also create a
pink vortex of energy throughout the series, perhaps highlighting a more ethereal vibration that
some humans are able to manipulate through esoteric rituals. Since science had recently proved
the existence of what cannot be seen as legitimate,110 there was more reason to believe in the
supernatural phenomena, prima materia. Af Klint’s use of pink to represent the supernatural was
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significant because the color does not appear on the wavelength spectrum, as “no single
wavelength of light appears pink,” proving to be particularly mysterious.111 The fact that pink is
incomprehensible in the same way as any other color may be frustrating to scientists, but it does
not mean it does not exist.112 Rather, it contradicts the scientific standard that everything in
nature that is knowable must be proven or discernible by the naked eye. The fact that the
commission was received loud and clear by af Klint is evidence of her ability to symbiotically
engage with her environment is an example of the Living Nature, as it responds to her efforts
with the voice of an unseen spirit. Just because it Is not easily explained by science does not
mean it is not true.

Universal Correspondences
The sixth and final fundamental aspect of Modern Western Esotericism represented by af
Klint's “Paintings for a Temple” commission is the idea of Universal correspondences. The
Hermetic principle of “as above, so below,” also understood as the non-coincidental
correspondences emulated throughout the universe, 113 is most prevalently exemplified by the
prospect for the Temple in which they were meant to one day hang. af Klint was initially focused
on painting the messages into existence, although Amaliel made it clear from the beginning that
they were meant to reside in a temple.114 af Klint was never able to oversee the building of such
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temple, but art historian Julia Voss recently uncovered her plans for the temple in a notebook
from 1930-1931.115 af Klint's sketches for the Temple depict a three story, spiral shaped building,
moving upwards toward the Cosmos (Fig. 27).116 Those who entered the temple would
experience the works while physically ascending in a circular sensation, representing the notion
of spiritual evolution, and connecting with the heavens, that is present in so many of her
paintings. 117 It happens that at the plans for the temple resembled that of the institution that
would one day put Hilma af Klint on the map: the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum in New
York City.
The Guggenheim Museum was originally called the Museum of Non-objectivity.118
Fellow theosopher, artist, and scholar Hilla Rebay (1890-1967) was a strong believer in the
spiritual impact of non-objective artwork.119 In 1929, Solomon R. Guggenheim appointed Rebay
to be the first Director of the museum.120 After years of acquiring nonobjective artworks, by the
likes of Kandinsky and Chagall, Rebay was tasked with the role of finding an architect who
could create a structure reflective and worthy of the art inside.121 Rebay had a vision, but it took
time for her to find the right architect. In a letter written by Rebay to architect Frank Lloyd
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Wright in 1944, she explains her desire for the museum to capture the divine nature of the nonobjective paintings she wished for it to house:
With infinity and sacred depth create the dome of spirit: expression of the cosmic
breath itself--bring light to light!... Let us not compare, not outshine, not contrast
anything--let us be reverent to the spirit in everything created… In dignity, quiet
and out of love for the magic spell of spiritual order and infinite grace, let us
create a shrine to forget our personal illusions to be healingly embraced with
perfect harmony by the order of the spiritual reality…122
The planned structure went far beyond a typical museum, it was meant to harness the creative
energy of the art and unify the structure with the artwork, the spectators, and the cosmos, as if
they were all seamlessly connected. Rebay’s plan highlighted the same effect af Klint wished for
her Temple to uphold (Fig. 27). The museum was to be a work of art itself, and it is (Fig. 29).
Although Wright was not a mystic, he was familiar with the occult as his wife was a follower of
Gurdieff.123 He also mentions that “The Gods are kind” in a letter to Rebay, suggesting some
type of polytheistic belief.124
From the start, Rebay and Wright were on the same page regarding the museum’s design.
It did not matter that Wright did not personally identify as a Spiritualist because it was not
necessary to realize her vision. A true artist himself, Wright’s soul was already aligned with
Rebay’s spirit; both were fluent in the unspoken universal/creative language. This is the role of
an artist— to create. The closet thing on earth to the Creator (Nature), a creator (artist) manifests
life into the world in an inevitably spiritual fashion. Wright understood what Rebay was looking
to build. Coincidentally, Rebay’s plans and Wright’s structure mimic the plans drawn by af Klint
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for her Temple (Fig. 28). She hoped to one day build a structure to serve the same purpose, to
host non-objective works or art; like Rebay and Wright, af Klint instinctually sought a similar
simple temple form to house her “Paintings for the Temple.”125
Serendipitously, “Paintings for a Temple” found their place in a building like the one af
Klint’s commission sought to create, if only temporarily, on the walls of the Guggenheim
Museum (Fig. 30-31). Such a major coincidence is evidence of Universal Correspondences,
further illustrating the ways in which the divine “Temple” commission is characterized by
Modern Western Esotericism. The existence of the extremely unique and spiraling Guggenheim
Museum so perfectly actualizes af Klint’s desires, it seems as though she oversaw its design
herself.
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Chapter 4 - History Rewritten
Abstractionism
It is important to analyze and challenge claims written by the predominately male art
historians who have defined the discipline. Moreover, Modern Western Esotericism can be used
as lens to reexamine the traditional art historical canon, debunking existing biases and redefining
art to become more inclusive than it is today. Hilma af Klint changed the way historians have
viewed modern abstract art subverting traditional schools of thought,126 solidifying the
importance of Modern Western Esotericism in return. After af Klint’s 2018 exhibition, there was
a large focus on the history of abstraction being rewritten. Those who witnessed her prolific
exhibition realized that Kandinsky did not invent abstraction in 1911, although the Museum of
Modern Art has claimed this to be true as recently as 2012.127 Rather, there were woman, like af
Klint and Houghton, producing abstract works prior to him.128 Kandinsky’s geometric
abstractions were also preceded by ancient and modern indigenous peoples who create abstract
works like the spiral petroglyph at Chaco Canyon in New Mexico.129 Despite this, the western art
historical canon has largely dismissed artworks created by any non-male white artists until
recently. Although, the success and timing of af Klint’s Guggenheim show led to resurgence of
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similar female artists’ representation, including exhibitions on other female mystic
abstractionist’s Emma Kunz, Agnes Pelton, Georgiana Houghton.130 131 132
However, the emphasis on af Klint gender not only distracts from the credit she deserves
as an artist —as a “woman artist”— but it detracts from the spiritual messages portrayed in her
paintings. Although most celebrated abstractionists (who were able to find exhibition
opportunities) have been male, there were earlier abstractionists who were female, and
forgotten.133 Kandinsky was in a relationship with German artist Gabriele Münter, she was said
to have painted radical abstract works earlier than him, but they were simply never exhibited.134
While describing her exhibited highly stylized works, art critic and historian Adolf Behne claims
that even though Münter’s paintings may contain some spiritual elements, they are “not spiritual
in the right way.”135 Would he have felt the same way if she was a man? In reality, both sexes
manifest both masculine and feminine energies to different degrees. The dichotomy is important
in understanding the beauty of diversity and need for contrast. Embracing the dark and the light,
the yin and the yang, is necessary to create a harmonious balance in life. It does not matter
whether a painting exudes more or less feminine or masculine energy, but whether it exerts any
energy at all. A true work of art is one that has the strength to reach out and provoke a personal
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connection with its viewer, regardless of the gender of the artist. In truth, abstract art has been
around for much longer than Kandinsky, Münter, af Klint, and Houghton. It is not important who
did it first, but that fact that it has been done by many people and cultures who had no knowledge
of one another. Were these global synchronicities of abstract-like art simultaneous coincidence or
recordings of universal knowledge?

Inherently Spiritual Art
Using Modern Western Esotericism as a praxis for analysis of art historical norms, one
may be surprised at the spiritual aspects of even the best traditional, white male artists. Again,
many artists speak of experiencing out of body sensations during their creative processes in
which an external force propels an insatiable need for an artist to create. Such a physical itch that
may only be scratched whilst channeling the energy out of themselves and onto paper or canvas
can be described by transmutation. This natural will is described even by artists who do not look
toward the divine for inspiration and have no interest in occult phenomena. Yet, the creation of
all art seems to be, to an extent, inseparable from spirituality. For example, post-enlightenment
quintessential nineteenth century Romantic painter, Eugène Delacroix, considered himself an
artist above all else. As a classically trained French academic painter, one would not expect for
him to describe such a similar spiritual experience to that of Hilma af Klint. He does not practice
any ritual or seem to ask to enter such a state, perhaps years of unintentionally meditative-like
strict art practice conditioned him, yet he acknowledges some type of higher power propelling
his creative drive. In his journals, he describes an inner force guiding his work: “There is in me
something that is often stronger than my body, which is often enlivened by it. In some people,
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the inner spark scarcely exists. I find it dominant in me. Without it, I should die, but it will
consume me (doubtless I speak of imagination, which masters and leads me).”136
Delacroix’s imagination and need to create is an all-consuming feeling that resonates
within his bones. He feels compelled to transfer this energy into the canvas and uses a language
ruled by symbolism. Therefore, his paintings become more than just an expression of an idea,
they are their own separate entity: “When I have painted a fine picture, I haven’t expressed a
thought. Or so they say. What fools people are!"137 He doesn’t express a simple thought through
his paintings, but because he creates with an inhabited, instinctual act of motion he is able to
produce an incredible painting with its own energetic force. This is a result of his body’s physical
reaction to what he and his soul have previously experienced. His honest transfer of energy and
insight allows the viewer to enter a different world, although an easily imaginable world. This is
unlike the worlds created by abstract painters such as af Klint. Although the work of Delacroix
consists of figurative history paintings, there is something undeniably divine about the way he is
able to manipulate pigments. His focus is not to enlighten his viewers on a spiritual level, yet he
is still able to convey universal themes and bring awareness into the existence of such a
miraculous creation. What separates abstract painters is their ability to conjure an unseen reality.
Abstract Expressionism
Modern Western Esotericism can be applied to any form of art, most commonly the
experience of Transmutation is most prominent in both abstract and traditional works of art alike.
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Around the same time as Hilma af Klint’s passing, the abstract art scene across the Atlantic was
still underground in New York City, especially for the female artists. At the end of the 1940s,
artists like Jackson Pollock and Willem de Kooning were beginning to gain attention in the
mainstream media (whether it was positive or not is irrelevant), but their wives were also prolific
painters and are still not fully credited for their contributions to the development of abstract
art.138 The names Lee Krasner and Elaine de Kooning are far from household names, yet they
created spiritually liberated abstract art that was on par with their artist husbands’ work.
Although Willem de Kooning and Pollock's abstract works are not considered spiritual in the
same way as Mondrian’s or Kandinsky’s, they did, admittedly, take on spiritual journeys during
their careers of artists.139 Aware of esoteric movements and facing extreme circumstances, close
friend and fellow artist Robert Motherwell describes this circle of artists as a “spiritual
underground.”140 The same journey to become an artist was much more severe for the women.
The decision to become an artist is a major undertaking, one that was rarely accepted as a
reasonable path in life for a man, much less a woman, in the early 20th century. The women of
the downtown scene were exposed to such ideas and perhaps part of the conversations that
contributed to the development of the philosophy.
Like af Klint, the women of the Abstract Expressionist movement practiced ancient forms
of connection with the divine, such as fasting, isolation, and giving up material possessions in
order to paint. Unlike af Klint, these practices were not intentionally executed to bring
themselves closer to a higher power, these extenuating circumstances contributed to the creative
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breakthroughs that resulted in such enigmatic abstracted forms. By accessing a spiritual realm,
through one's higher self, the women allowed a transference of energy from a world unseen
(transmutation) to materialize on their canvas, perhaps without even realizing what they were
even tapping into. The women of the Abstract Expressionist movement possessed prowess as
creators, partaking in spiritual rituals without being aware, starving and in solitude. Lee Krasner
created her best work only once her husband had died, as Pollock had been an ever-present
chaotic force that consumed much of Lee’s energy. She believed in him as an artist in a reverent
way, and she would sacrifice her own soul to ensure he was given credit where it was due. Once
his fiery spirit was gone, Lee came to know a loneliness and isolation like never before. What
emerged from the ashes was an abstracted vision of art with a life force, exemplifying feminine
strength. Having undergone such pretenses, the American public was slowly preparing to one day
receive af Klint’s most important life’s work, “Paintings for the Temple.” Allowing for the ability
for the public to better appreciate and synthesis the work to come, in order to readdress Western
history’s false pretense of male dominated art.

Conclusion
Hilma af Klint’s commission, “Paintings for the Temple,” is an example of Modern
Western Esotericism. The commission perpetuates the six principle characteristics the construct
is defined by, including: Role of Mediations and Imagination, Experience of Transmutation,
Practice of Concordance, Transmission, the Idea of Living Nature, and Universal
Correspondences. Her works are not for sale, still shrouded in mystery, and perpetually entrance
art historians and everyday viewers alike. af Klint acknowledges the fluidity of masculine and
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feminine energies dispersed amongst the Living Nature—humans, animals, flora and fauna, even
bodies of water, and the stars in the sky alike, connecting and influencing each other in a neverending symbiotic cycle of life. Every action has an equal and opposite reaction, this is a natural
law. af Klint’s belief is that everyone has feminine and masculine energy, and it just happens that
Western patriarchal societies have vastly overlooked, if not completely ignored, female’s
contributions to both the physical and spiritual worlds. Some of the spiritual societies recognized
that gender roles should not entirely define one’s path in life, such as the Theological society,
which was founded by a woman. There is a difference between the occult and spirituality, but
both enabled women to find an evaluated place in society.
Modern Western Esotericism requires viewing all beings on an equal playing field, thus
bringing universal truths to light, such as man’s symbolic relationship with the universe. The
construct is therefore a useful tool when revisiting the biased and outdated art historical norms
which have yet to circumvent the discipline. Revealing in part, that all art is inherently spiritual
to a degree, and spiritual acts (such as fasting, meditation, etc.) often propel artists further into a
creative state, whether they are actively practicing spiritual rituals or not. af Klint’s divine
commission “Paintings for the Temple ”is an example of Modern Western Esotericism, serving
as a case study or microcosm within the larger macrocosm. Non-objective painting, orchestrated
by colorful forms composed on a canvas, may seem simple, but therein lies its power to strike
deeper than the purely conscious mind. Although traditional figurative art has spiritual
characteristics, abstract art can catalyze viewers to expand their perspective to beyond what they
witness daily and to question their place in the universe. In theory, af Klint is now a master as
contemporary scholars still seek out the meaning behind the esoteric symbolism prevalent
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throughout all of the works of at in the series, “Paintings for the Temple.” Modern Western
Esotericism can be utilized as a practical scope when revisiting often bias art historical literature
af Klint’s abstracted paintings supersede the previously purposed first abstractionist’s work,
shedding light on other narrow-minded previous claims within the discipline.
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Figure 1
De Fem Altar
Sweden 1903

Figure 2
The Five, Notebook 2, p. 27, 1896–8
Graphite on paper. Courtesy of Stiftelsen
Hilma af Klints Verk. Photo: Moderna
Museet / Stockholm
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Figure 3
Hilma af Klint (Swedish, 1862-1944)
The Ten Largest, No. 1, “Childhood”
1907
© Stiftelsen Hilma af Klints Verk

Figure 4
Hilma af Klint (Swedish, 1862-1944)
The Ten Largest, No. 2, “Childhood”
1907
© Stiftelsen Hilma af Klints Verk
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Figure 5
Hilma af Klint (Swedish, 1862-1944)
The Ten Largest, No. 3, “Youth” 1907
© Stiftelsen Hilma af Klints Verk

Figure 6
Hilma af Klint (Swedish, 1862-1944)
The Ten Largest, No. 4, Youth
1907
© Stiftelsen Hilma af Klints Verk

52

Figure 7
Hilma af Klint (Swedish, 1862-1944)
The Ten Largest, No. 5, Adulthood
1907
© Stiftelsen Hilma af Klints Verk

Figure 8
Hilma af Klint (Swedish, 1862-1944)
The Ten Largest, No. 6
1907
© Stiftelsen Hilma af Klints Verk
Photo: Albin Dahlström/Moderna Museet
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Figure 9
Hilma af Klint (Swedish, 1862-1944)
The Ten Largest, No. 7, Adulthood
1907
© Stiftelsen Hilma af Klints Verk

Figure 10
Hilma af Klint (Swedish, 1862-1944)
The Ten Largest, No. 8, Adulthood
1907
© Stiftelsen Hilma af Klints Verk
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Figure 11
Hilma af Klint (Swedish, 1862-1944)
De tio största, nr 9, Ålderdomen, grupp IV
1907
© Stiftelsen Hilma af Klints Verk
Photo: Albin Dahlström/Moderna Museet

Figure 12
Hilma af Klint (Swedish, 1862-1944)
The Ten Largest, No. 10 Old Age, Group IV,
1907
via Arthur

55

Figure 14
Hilma af Klint, Group 1, Primordial Chaos, No. 12
(1906-07), oil on canvas; “medeltiden” = Middle Ages,
“nutiden” = modern times

Figure 15
Hilma af Klint, Group1
Primordial Chaos, No. 13 (1906-07)
oil on canvas
nytimes.com
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Figure 16
Mosaic Pectoral circa 1400-1521, Aztec,
acquired by the British Museum in 1894
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Figure 17
Anasazi Petroglyphs
August 30, 1972
Photo by Roger
Huckins
Chaco Culture
National Historical
Park,
Neg 5206

Figure 18
Hilma af Klint (Swedish, 1862-1944)
Primordial Chaos, No. 16, Group I, The
WU/Rose Series
1906-1907
© Courtesy Stiftelsen Hilma af Klints
Verk
Foto: Albin Dahlström/Moderna Museet
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Figure 19
Glory be to God (c.
1868), Georgiana
Houghton. Victorian
Spiritualists' Union
Melbourne, Australia

59

Figure 21
Hilma af Klint (Swedish, 1862-1944)
Tree of Knowledge. No. 2
1913-1915

Figure 20
Hilma af Klint (Swedish, 1862-1944)
Tree of Knowledge. No. 1
1913-1915
Watercolor, gouache, graphite and metallic paint on paper
© The Hilma af Klint Foundation, Stockholm
Photo: Albin Dahlström, the Moderna Museet, Stockholm
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Figure 22
Wood engraving, coloured, 1785, after older original.
From: Geheime Figuren der Rosenkreuzer aus dem 16ten und 17ten Jahrhundert,
Altona (J.D.A.Eckhardt) 1785, p. 9.
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Figure 24
Hilma af Klint (Swedish, 1862-1944)
Tree of Knowledge. No. 4
1913-1915
Figure 23
Hilma af Klint (Swedish, 1862-1944)
Tree of Knowledge. No. 3
1913-1915
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Figure 26
Hilma af Klint (Swedish, 1862-1944)
Tree of Knowledge. No. 6
1913-1915 © Anna Krygier
Figure 25
Hilma af Klint (Swedish, 1862-1944)
Tree of Knowledge, No. 5 (Kunskapens träd, nr 5)
1913-1915
From The W Series (Serie W)
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Figure 27
Hilma af Klint (Swedish, 1862-1944)
Tree of Knowledge, No. 7
1913-1915

Figure 28
Hilma af Klint’s
plans for a
temple, in a
1930-31
notebook, page
76-77.The Hilma
af Klint
foundation, HaK
1047

64

Figure 29
Hilma af Klint’s
plans for a temple, in
a 1930-31 notebook,
page 52-53.The
Hilma af Klint
foundation, HaK
1047

Figure 30
Blueprint for the
Guggenheim
Museum
Via Guggenheim
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Figure 31
Guggenheim 2020
Photo by Hilary Cianciolo

Figure 32
ARTnews
Installation view of
“Hilma af Klint:
Paintings for the
Future” at Solomon R.
Guggenheim Museum,
New York.
David Heald © 2018
The Solomon
R. Guggenheim
Foundation
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Figure 33
Installation view of “Hilma af Klint: Paintings for the Future” at Solomon R. Guggenheim
Museum, New York. 2018 David Heald © 2018 The Solomon R. Guggenheim Foundation
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